GOETHE   AS   LYRIC   POET
- The only other modern author who carried as much moral
knowledge and psychological insight as Goethe was Shakespeare,
who derived nerve and vividness, and the quality in moral com-
ment which makes it a mental excitement, from his picture of
life in dramatic commotion, Goethe derives his vividness from the
profoundly romantic sense of the soul in touch with universal
life throbbing in nature and man. Into his "philosophical" poetry
he carried the sensibility that had gained so much from Herder in
the early Strassburg days. On the surface is a knowledge that is
stable and tranquil; but underneath is the pulse of the imagination
that once responded to the flowing passion of the natural scene
and now projects an image of its own development and expan-
sion in a varied commentary on the life to which it belongs.
Goethe's "wisdom" consisted largely in his instinctive intimacy
with this process of life; in his capacity for living amongst living
things with the spontaneous joy of all vitality, his capacity for
running with nature and letting nature run with him, and the
power he derives from this to maintain in equipoise his know-
ledge of being and his sense of process. Here lie the roots, more-
over, of his tolerance, remarkable not only by its breadth but
by its quality of innocence; it issues from the mind with the
simplicity and chastity of the natural world that Goethe observes
and, observing, accepts.
Some of these aphoristic verses were produced in groups, like the
Zahme Xenien, in relatively short stretches of time. But much
falls outside groups, and even these belong to very different
periods of his life. He was always writing them, and this habit of
continuous comment in verse gives a clear indication of the place
that poetry had in his life. Fertility enters into it, but not the
fertility that appears in the rapid completion of set pieces. Goethe
in no way confined himself to canalizing his poetry in "poems".
The peculiarity of his case seems rather to be that his imagination,
and his impulse to expression, operated as the main instrument
of his consciousness; so that to be continually finding words for
his states of feeling, idea, thought, scientific observation, emotion,
was the normal condition of his being alive. Two of his most
distinguishing characteristics, spontaneous quality and prolific
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